ALCOHOL USE AS A HEALTH PROBLEM IN AGING:  BIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE
Robert E. Vestal, M.D.
Alcoholism is a well-recognized and important national problem. ;t alcoholics do not view their problem as a subject for earch.  Instead, for them, it is an uncontrollable addiction .ch often has devastating consequences.  However, it is through •eful and creative biomedical and behavioral research that we may >e to conquer this unfortunate affliction.
The matter of alcohol use in the elderly can be considered by :empting to answer several questions: (1) What is the extent of :ohol use by older persons?  (2) What are the psychosocial :erminants of alcohol use by the elderly?  (3) What is the effect age on the clinical pharmacology of alcohol?  (4) Are the medical iplications of alcohol influenced by age?  The first two questions re been discussed by Dr. Atkinson.  This discussion focuses .marily on the last two questions.
Clinical Pharmacology
Alcohol is eliminated from the body primarily by liver :abolism through the action of an enzyme in the soluble portion of logenates called alcohol dehydrogenase.  This enzyme oxidizes lohol to acetaldehyde which in turn is converted to acetate by Lehyde dehydrogenase.  Disulfiram (Antabuse^), a drug which is id in some alcohol treatment programs, presumably acts by libiting aldehyde dehydrogenase leading to an accumulation of italdehyde.  Acetate is ultimately converted to carbon dioxide and :er after entering the tricarboxylic acid cycle.  The oxidation of t gram of alcohol liberates seven kcal. of energy.  At the usual .nical blood levels of alcohol, the activity of alcohol lydrogenase is maximal; under these zero order conditions, Lmination from the blood is about 10 to 20 mg/dl per hour.  Most ier drugs are oxidized by enzymes in the microsomal fraction of rer homogenates.  There is also a microsomal ethanol oxidizing stem (MEOS).  Although its importance is still controversial, its itribution to alcohol metabolism probably becomes important at ;h concentrations of alcohol.  It also seems to play a role in the luction or stimulation of alcohol metabolism by certain drugs.
Age has been shown to affect the pharmacokinetics (absorption, stribution and elimination) of some drugs and there is evidence : alterations in drug response. £/  However, there are rurisinelv few studies of the effects of ase on the metabolism ofs is cohort rearrangement of data from the Surgeon General's report, and
